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Less than one month before the May 14 general elections, President Carlos Saul Menem is favored
to win a four-year second term on the first ballot. However, ongoing domestic problems, including
growing labor unrest, could jeopardize a first-round win. Jose Octavio Bordon of the center-left
Frente para un Pais Solidario (FREPASO) coalition has become a strong second in the race, pushing
Horacio Massaccesi of the Union Civica Radical (UCR) to third place. Last year, a Menem-backed
constitutional reform was approved that allowed the president to run for re-election (see NotiSur,
09/02/94). The new Constitution stipulates that to win on the first ballot, a candidate must either take
45% of the popular vote, or 40% with a 10-point lead over the second-place candidate.
If a runoff is necessary after the May elections, it will take place June 11. While Menem, of the
Partido Justicialista (PJ-peronista), is favored to win re-election, the odds of winning on the first
round are close enough to worry his supporters. Adding to their concerns is the climb to a solid
second place by FREPASO, a coalition of dissident Peronists, Christian democrats, and socialists
that formed only last November. Jose Octavio Bordon FREPASO's candidate, senator, and former
governor of Mendoza has risen steadily in the polls since winning the nomination in February.
FREPASO has now surpassed the UCR, which has fallen to third place. Political analysts have
indicated that Menem's best chance for avoiding a runoff is to boost the UCR and undermine
FREPASO.
Menem knows that his chances of winning a second term diminish considerably if voting goes to a
runoff, since the likelihood then increases that the opposition will join forces against him. Therefore,
for a time Menem's strategy appeared to focus on enhancing the UCR, rather than confronting
FREPASO head on. Menem said frequently that, despite some setbacks, the UCR would finish in
second place. "Although the Radicals have fallen behind, I believe their campaign and countrywide
organization will in the end place them second in the elections," said Menem in late March. In
addition, Menem rejected challenges to debate the leading opponents, instead suggesting that the
technical advisors in the opposition parties debate his cabinet ministers on specific issues such as
employment, health, and social security. Some analysts said Menem's purpose was to make the
UCR look good compared with the less experienced FREPASO team.
Nevertheless, as FREPASO climbed in the ratings, the UCR began to slide. The UCR decline was
the result of serious divisions within the party, including a lack of support among some sectors for
party candidate Massaccesi. The divisions resulted in several prominent party members defecting to
FREPASO, including the UCR's former foreign minister and the UN's special envoy to Haiti, Dante
Caputo (see NotiSur, 03/24/95). However, as Bordon's popularity increased, Menem was forced to
realize that the campaign was now between him and Bordon and he began to attack FREPASO.
"FREPASO is a neophyte party that has become contaminated with the incorporation of some of
the people who bear responsibility for the 5,000% inflation we previously had in Argentina," said
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Menem. Meanwhile, former president Raul Alfonsin (1984-1989), head of the UCR, arrogantly called
on Bordon in late March to withdraw from the race and join the UCR. That suggestion, according
to analysts, was prompted by the fear of both the Peronists and the UCR that FREPASO threatens
the two-party system that has dominated Argentine politics for 100 years. Bordon, whose popularity
is climbing, dismissed Alfonsin's suggestion as the result of the UCR's "nervousness" at seeing
FREPASO's growing support. Bordon's popularity is strongest among those sectors of society
that have suffered economically under the neoliberal policies of the Menem administration such
as pensioners, laid-off workers in the private and public sectors, teachers who are threatened by
education reforms, and small farmers.
In contrast, Menem's support generally comes from the upper end of the economic spectrum. While
Menem said on April 14 that the country would slide into chaos if he were not re-elected on the
first round, he expressed confidence in obtaining his coveted first-round win. "On May 14 we are
set for a resounding triumph because there are no better proposals from our political adversaries,"
said Menem. Menem is campaigning on his administration's economic gains, especially the radical
decrease in inflation since he took office. While fallout from Mexico's financial crisis has rippled
through the Argentine economy, the effects so far have not reached crisis proportions (see NotiSur,
03/16/95).
However, growing social disturbances tied to rising unemployment could still influence the outcome
of the elections. Unemployment now affects a record 12% of the economically active population,
which critics generally blame on Menem's economic policies. The Menem administration has forced
massive layoffs in the public sector, and the government's efforts to open the domestic economy
to foreign competition has led to widespread downsizing in the private sector as well, since local
businesses are aggressively attempting to modernize their enterprises to better compete on the local
market. Largely in response to the lack of employment opportunities, massive, often violent protests
have gripped many of the country's poor northern provinces since late 1993, especially the province
of Santiago del Estero, where riots exploded in December 1993, and then again in mid-1994 (see
NotiSur, 08/11/94).
Now, the protests have spread to the country's southern regions as well. On April 12, in Ushuaia, in
the extreme southern territory of Tierra del Fuego, some 200 workers took over a factory after the
owners declared bankruptcy and told workers that they would be unable to pay back salaries and
indemnity. The occupation led to a violent clash with police that left one demonstrator dead and 30
wounded. The Menem administration denies any responsibility for the incident, instead blaming the
territory's governor, Jose Estabillo, for the security forces' excessive response. Nevertheless, on April
19, union leaders around the country announced a 24-hour general strike for April 21 to protest
the police repression in Tierra del Fuego. Meanwhile, the Menem administration is also trying to
combat rampant corruption, which until now has provided the opposition with ample political
ammunition to attack the government in the campaign. On April 7, Menem signed a decree to
combat corruption in public offices, requiring public officials to file sworn declarations of personal
wealth and explain gains in net worth. According to Justice Minister Rodolfo Barra, the decree
coincides with the introduction of a bill that would modify the penal code to provide much stiffer
penalties for public officials found guilty of using their office for self-enrichment.
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Menem's public image has been further damaged by infighting within his administration. Among
other incidents, Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo has demanded the resignation of Defense
Minister Oscar Camilion in the wake of a scandal over allegations that Argentina sold arms to
Ecuador during the border conflict between that country and Peru (see NotiSur, 04/14/95). And,
adding to Menem's woes, Eduardo Duhalde, the governor of Buenos Aires province, is accused of
actively campaigning for Bordon to cut Menem's popularity and enhance his own image.
Nevertheless, despite his political problems, polls show Menem still has a good chance of pulling off
a first-round victory. A poll by the firm Centro de Estudios de Opinion Publica (CEOP), which was
published in the daily Clarin on April 2, gave Menem 32.4% support; Bordon 20.3%, and Masseccesi
12.9%. A significant 26.7% were still undecided. A Gallup poll published on April 9 in the daily La
Nacion gave Menem 34.1% support, rising to 43.9% when the projections for undecided voters were
considered. The Gallup poll gave Bordon 30.4% and Massaccesi 17.1%. (Sources: Agence FrancePresse, 03/27/95, 03/28/95, 04/05/95, 04/07/95; Notimex, 03/23/95, 04/12/95; Deutsche Press Agentur,
04/17/95; Reuter, 03/31/95, 04/02/95, 04/04/95, 04/11-13/95, 04/19/95)
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